INTRODUCTION
Dramatic changes in the living situations of children have recast the role of child support. With about half of all children living apart from at least one parent for some time before they turn 16 (Bumpass and Lu, 2000) , child support is a potentially important income source for a broad set of families. A substantial amount of research has been conducted on the factors associated with the amount of child support paid and received. But for child support to be most effective at helping custodial families meet their expenses, the regularity of support may be important as well. Because single-parent families are especially economically vulnerable (DeNavas-Walt, Proctor, and Lee, 2006) , child support has the potential to make important contributions to the income package of low-income families with children.
For these families, who are less able to borrow and "smooth" income deficiencies over time, the regularity of support may be particularly important.
While comparatively little research has focused on the regularity of child support, recent research in Wisconsin is an exception. A paper by Cancian and Meyer (2005) explored the regularity of child support receipts among custodial mothers who had their first child support order in 2000. The research (described in more detail below) was useful as an initial examination of the regularity of all child support receipts; however, because it examined the regularity of total child support custodial parents received without accounting for those who had more than one order, some mothers appeared to have irregular receipts merely because they began receiving additional support from a different ex-partner. A paper by Ha, Meyer, and Cancian (2006) re-examined the sample of those with first orders in 2000, exploring the regularity of payments from the noncustodial father's perspective. This paper builds on both of these previous analyses.
This study uses the same base sample as the Ha et al. (2006) analysis, but focuses on the custodial mothers rather than the noncustodial fathers. Like the Cancian and Meyer (2005) initial paper, it focuses on receipts, not payments, but it explicitly separates payments from different fathers to provide a more informative measure of regularity. Moreover, it adds a new set of analyses, comparing the extent of regularity of child support to that of several other income sources and to total income, and explicitly examining whether child support is exacerbating or smoothing the irregularity of custodial mothers' total income package.
PRIOR RESEARCH
Prior research on child support payments has largely focused on the level of child support received and the importance of the support in the income package of custodial-parent families (Cancian, Meyer, and Park, 2003; Freeman and Waldfogel, 2001; Grall, 2006; Sorensen and Zibman, 2000) . Other research has also examined the impact of the level of support on economic outcomes of custodial-parent families (Meyer and Hu, 1999; Bartfeld, 2000; Bartfeld and Meyer, 2001; Cancian and Meyer, 2005; Sorensen and Zibman, 2000) .
The most recent income report by the U.S. Census Bureau documents that in 2003, among mothers with formal child support, the average owed amount was $5,200, and about 77 percent received some support, with the mean amount of receipts of $3,600. Among mothers who received any support, the amount of child support received ($4,600) represents 17 percent of their average income in 2003 (Grall, 2006) . Research focusing on child support recipients in Wisconsin finds that in 2001 child support fills an average of 44 percent of the poverty gap among those who are pre-child-support poor (Cancian and Meyer, 2005) .
How might the regularity of support fit into the discussion of child support receipts and its contribution to total family income? A given level of child support may make a smaller contribution to well-being if receipt is unpredictable-particularly for lower-income families who face credit constraints.
Because most of the existing research considers total annual receipt, little research has focused on questions related to the regularity of child support on a monthly or quarterly basis.
A recent exception is Cancian and Meyer (2005) . Using detailed monthly child support history data, the study investigates the patterns of receipt using alternative measures of regularity which consider both the amount of child support received and the timing of receipt. The study finds that only half of custodial mothers with orders receive a stable amount of support for at least 10 months in a given year-a proportion that remains fairly stable over time. The study also finds a lower poverty rate among mothers who receive regular support, and higher reduction in poverty among poor mothers with regular receipt, compared to all mothers with any child support. The research, however, considers as one lump sum child support from all possible orders that the custodial mothers have, thereby mixing irregularity of a single order with irregularity caused by multiple fathers beginning to provide different amounts. Little research has been conducted on the regularity of child support from a particular father. In addition, very little is known about the extent to which regular child support receipt contributes to the regularity of total income of custodial-parent families. Finally, the initial research examined only three years' of payments, so we know little about regularity over a longer period. This paper contributes to our understanding by providing information on the regularity of child support payments from a particular order, examining the level and regularity of support, and considering the contribution of child support to the regularity of family income.
DATA AND METHODS

Data and Sample
We exploit a unique set of administrative data about the population of couples who had a new receipts from month to month as well as from year to year. Our data are derived from the Wisconsin state child support registry, KIDS. We also include data on earnings (from Unemployment Insurance records) and public benefits, including Temporary Assistance to Needy Families cash welfare benefits and food stamps (also from the state's administrative records). Using these data, we examine the regularity of child support over the five-year period and the contribution of the regularity of child support to the regularity of mothers' total income.
As a companion analysis to the Ha et al. (2006) report, which focused on noncustodial fathers who had their first child support order in 2000, this study utilizes a sample of custodial mothers who were partnered with the noncustodial fathers in that report. Our base sample includes 8,817 custodial mothers who had a new child support order in 2000. 1 We examine child support receipts over the five years after the order was established.
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Unlike previous research focusing on child support receipt from all possible orders as if they were one order, we differentiate child support from a single father from child support from other fathers, allowing us to examine the extent to which changes in that order and payment result in more or less stability of income for the custodial mothers. This study also differs in that we use more recent data and extend the follow-up period to five years.
Analytical Approach
The contribution of child support to the economic well-being of custodial-parent families likely depends on both the level of support and the regularity of its receipt. In order to explore the extent to which mothers receive regular support, we first examine the regularity of the particular child support order. In a previous report (Cancian and Meyer, 2005) , we considered child support income to be regular 1 In the Ha et al. analysis, the final sample was 8,915 noncustodial fathers. To reach this sample, we took all couples who had their first order in 2000 (N=18,783), then excluded 1,841 couples whose youngest child was age 18 or more at the end of our observation period; 394 couples who did not have an order in effect during the time period due to moving to another state or either parent's or child's death; and 121 couples in which the order lasted such a short period of time that nothing was owed in the time period we use to calculate orders and payments. We also excluded 2,518 couples where the father was not the noncustodial father or the mother was not the custodial mother at the beginning of the order and couples in which the noncustodial parent became the custodial parent or vice versa over the next five years. We further limited our sample to couples that never had a percentage-expressed or mixed order during the five-year period (4,994 couples were excluded).
However, 96 custodial mothers had multiple partners among the pool of 8,915 noncustodial fathers and had different orders in 2000 with each partner. For this analysis, we consider only the first order in 2000 and consider other orders in 2000 as "subsequent orders." (If mothers had two different orders in the same month, we randomly selected one as the main order.) This makes our base sample 8,817 mothers. when child support payments come at consistent intervals over time and are for a stable amount of support. That report developed four alternative measures of regularity, and we adopt our two preferred measures of regularity from those measures to apply here.
The first measure of regularity considers the timing of payments-the number of months in which any child support is received in a given year-and regular receipt is defined as at least 10 months' of receipt of any support. The second measure considers the amount received as well as the timing of receipts-the number of months in which the typical amount of support is received in a given year. income.) Second, we examine the regularity of each source of income. Because earnings are measured quarterly in our study, we conduct this analysis by aggregating each source of income by quarter. We also adapt our definition of regularity to the quarterly data and distinguish those who never receive income from that particular source (regular nonrecipients); those who irregularly receive income (inconsistent recipients); and those who consistently have income from that particular source in all four quarters (consistent recipients).
We explore the regularity of each source of income for each of the five years in two ways. First, we document the proportion of consistent recipients of each of the income sources. We then focus only on the consistent recipients (those with some receipt in each of the quarters) and examine the proportion of mothers receiving a regular amount. Regular receipt is measured as having four quarters of income from a given source with each quarterly amount being within 25 percent of the mean income of that particular source. Finally, we investigate the extent to which child support contributes to the stability of total family income. In order to understand the role of child support on the stability of family income, we compute the number of quarters in which family income less child support ("other income") is within 25 percent of the mean other income, and the number of quarters in which total income including child support is within 25 percent of the mean total income. We then compare whether total income is more or less stable than other income to examine whether child support increases or exacerbates the instability of custodial mothers' incomes.
RESULTS
Regularity/Stability of Child Support
The first panel of Table 1 shows the distribution of the number of months in which a mother receives any child support from fathers of the 2000 order. In the first year, about half the mothers receive regular support (that is, some child support in at least 10 months). About 14 percent receive no support, and the remaining 37 percent of mothers receive irregular support. There is a substantial increase in the percentage who receives no support over time, though most of this increase occurs in the first three years.
The percentage with regular support declines a small amount, from 49 percent in the first year to 47 percent in the fifth.
When we use the refined measure of regularity that accounts for the consistency of amounts received (the second panel), the proportion of mothers with regular receipt is smaller; about 43 percent of mothers received support within 25 percent of typical amount for at least 10 months in the first year. Like the first panel, the proportion of mothers with regular receipt remains fairly consistent over the five years, declining slightly, from 43 percent in first year to 41 percent in the fifth year. Changes in noncustodial parents' earnings and their effects on child support payments were the focus of an earlier analysis (Ha et al., 2006) . In that report we show substantial instability in the earnings of noncustodial fathers-70 to 80 percent of fathers had some changes in their earnings and about a third of fathers had substantial changes in their earnings (more than a 50 percent decrease or increase) between adjacent years. Subsequent analysis suggests that most of the instability in earnings is found in cases in which the noncustodial fathers are not constantly employed (57 percent) or have changes in their job (19 percent). These results suggest that irregular earnings of noncustodial fathers contribute to irregularity of child support receipt. Table 2 shows the results of a descriptive probit regression that estimates the relationship between the characteristics of mothers and the probability of receipt of regular support. We focus only on the fifth year. Mothers with regular receipt are defined as those who receive support within 25 percent of the typical amount for at least 10 months in that year. Table 2 includes all mothers in our sample. Better-off mothers are more likely to receive regular support; those with higher earnings and those with no welfare receipt tend to have regular 
Model 1 in
Relationship between Regularity/Stability of Child Support and Regularity/Stability of Income
We have analyzed the extent to which custodial mothers receive a regular amount of child support. In this section, we examine the extent to which child support contributes to the level and the stability of family income. Table 3 order is about $2,600 in the first year, increasing to over $3,000. The other sources are roughly comparable among recipients: all about $2,000 in the first year, increasing to about $2,700 for W-2 and food stamps and $2,100 for other child support in the fifth year.
In summary, while earnings provide by far the largest amount of income for the mothers who work, child support is as common as earnings, and much more common than the other sources. Moreover, when child support is received, amounts are typically higher than the other unearned income sources. The relatively important role of child support suggests that irregular receipt could have important implications for economic well-being-especially for families with lower incomes.
How does the regularity of child support compare to the regularity of other income sources? Table 4 shows our approach to this question. In this analysis, we consider the regularity of income by quarter because we have a quarterly (rather than monthly) measure of earnings. Looking at the first panel, 58 percent of mothers received some child support during all four quarters in the first year. Recall that Table 3 By the fifth year, the proportion of regular nonrecipients of child support from the 2000 order was up to 27 percent, with the majority of the increase coming from irregular recipients, which declined to 20 percent. The share of regular recipients (shown in table) also declined, by five percentage points. The proportion with regular and irregular earnings also declines by the fifth year, with an increase in the proportion without earnings.
Another way to examine the regularity of sources is to examine only those who receive that source, differentiating between regular receipt and irregular receipt. In this type of computation (not shown directly in table), about 60 to 80 percent of those who receive earnings, food stamps, and child support from both sources have regular receipts across all five years. W-2 receipt is much less regular; about 20 to 30 percent of those with any receipt in a year received W-2 in all four quarters.
In the second panel of Table 4 , we consider not only the number of quarters in which something was received, but also the amount, requiring that mothers both receive something in each quarter and that Examining only recipients and using this measure of regularity leads to somewhat different conclusions. The two most regular sources are child support from the 2000 order and earnings, both about 6 That quarterly receipt of child support is less regular than monthly receipt of child support (shown in Table  1 ) results from our use of a less-preferred measure of regularity for quarterly data. In the monthly data we use the most common amount of receipt that maximizes the estimate of regularity as a typical amount, while in the quarterly data we use an average quarterly amount as a typical amount. (Recall that we use quarterly data because earnings information is available only on a quarterly basis.) Moreover, data limitations mean that we cannot use the algorithm that we used for monthly support with quarterly data in the first year. As a sensitivity test, we calculated the regularity of receipt from the second year to the fifth year with the same method as our analysis of the monthly data. The proportion of mothers who receive regular support for all four quarters was 46 percent in the second year and 43 percent in the fifth year-2 or 3 percent higher compared to the proportion of mothers with regular receipt based on monthly data. To what extent does child support receipt increase or decrease the regularity of total income? We explore this question by examining the differences in the regularity between family income less child support from the 2000 order, other income (which includes child support from other fathers, earnings, W-2, and food stamps), and total income. We use only one measure of regularity, counting the number of quarters in which the amount of income is within 25 percent of the average quarter. The first panel of Table 5 shows the distribution of the number of quarters in which mothers have regular other income. In The second panel in Table 5 shows the distribution of the number of quarters with regular total income, including child support from the 2000 order. Comparing the panels, we see the percentage of mothers with regular total income for all four quarters of the first year falls slightly, by 2 percent, though the percentage of mothers with some quarters with regular total income increases and the percentage of mothers with no quarters with regular total income declines. This pattern remains fairly consistent over the five years, with gradual increases in the proportion of mothers with four quarters with regular total income.
7 Although these numbers are not shown explicitly on the table, they can be calculated from the numbers shown. For example, in the first panel of Table 3 , 86 percent of mothers receive child support from the 2000 order, and, from the second panel of Table 4 , 30 percent of mothers received "regular" child support, using the more restrictive measure of regularity. Thus, 30/86, or 35 percent of those who receive support, receive it regularly. The last panel in Table 5 provides descriptive information about the extent to which child support contributes to the regularity of total family income. Child support does increase the regularity of family income more than exacerbate it. In the first year, 18 percent of mothers experience more quarters with stable total income, compared to 10 percent who have less stable income when child support from the 2000 order is added to their total family income. Seventy-two percent remain unchanged in the regularity of total income after adding child support from the 2000 order. The proportion of increases in the regularity of total income falls over time, but the conclusion remains: using this measure of regularity, child support is associated with an increase in regularity of the total income package. Table 6 shows in detail the extent to which child support increases or decreases the irregularity of total income. We focus on the fifth year in this analysis. When child support is added to other income, about 60 to 80 percent of the mothers have the regularity of income unchanged. However, child support also works toward reducing the irregularity of total income, rather then worsening the irregularity; among mothers who have only one quarter with regular other income, about 32 percent have more stable total income, while only 5 percent experience their total income to be more irregular over the year. Thus, child support is reducing irregularity of total income at the individual level.
SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS
Using detailed administrative records for custodial mothers in the couples who had their first child support orders in Wisconsin in 2000, we have analyzed child support receipts over the subsequent five years. We are particularly interested in whether child support is a regular source of income and in whether child support contributes to reducing the irregularity of income of custodial-parent families.
We show that in the first year, although 86 percent of mothers with child support orders receive some support, only 49 percent receive support during at least 10 months, and only 43 percent receive a regular amount of support for at least 10 months. The proportion of mothers with regular receipt does not change substantially over time. We also find that child support contributes a critical part of income for many custodial-parent families. When we consider the importance of child support from the perspective of regularity, even though child support is often irregular, it is as regular as mothers' earnings, and more regular than other sources. Child support also reduces the proportion of families who experience total income irregularity by 3 to 7 percent in each year of the five-year period.
The finding that child support is a fairly regular source of income compared to other components of the mother's income package is perhaps not surprising. In the companion report to this one (Ha et al., 2006) , we found that there is substantial instability in the earnings of noncustodial fathers; however, child support orders do not often change, even for those cases in which there are significant changes in earnings. A system with fixed-dollar orders that do not change should be expected to lead to child support receipts being relatively stable for custodial mothers, but disposable income (that is, income after payments) being irregular for noncustodial fathers. Whether this is problematic or not depends in part on whether one is more concerned with stability of income for the custodial family or the noncustodial parent. In our view, it also depends on the extent to which there are other sources of income that can fill in the gaps.
We find that child support is generally more regular than other sources of income, but we do not believe this should reduce concern regarding our finding that few mothers have regular child support payments that they can count on. The irregularity of child support highlights the importance of exploring policies that insure that some proportion of the order is received on a regular basis in order to increase the regularity of income. Of course, crucial questions remain on the effects of child support assurance on the incentive to pay. In the absence of guaranteed support, other policies that would increase the regularity of income for families with children should be considered.
